WOOD BUFFALO NATIONAL PARK 


Wood Buffalo National Park, which has an area of 17, 300 square 
miles, is the largest National Park in the world and is the home of the 
largest herd of bison. The area of the park is distributed: between the 
Mackenzie district of the Northwest Territories and northern Alberta, 


3, 800 square miles, or roughly one-quarter being located in the Northwest 


Territories and 13, 500 square miles in Alberta. 


The park was established in 1922 to protect the world's last herd of 
wood bison, (Bison bison athabascae,) which, at that time, was believed to 
number about 2,000 animals. At this time the park's area was 12, 300 square 


miles and its southern boundary was the northern shore of the Peace River. 


Between 1924 and 1928, surplus plains bison (Bison bison bison) from 


Wainwright, Alberta, once a federal bison range administered under National 


Park status, were moved to Wood Buffalo. About 6, 700 plains bison colonized 


Wood Buffalo and intermingled with the wood ®ison. The present population 
js approximately 10, 000 and another 2, 500 animals live on the grasslands 
north of the park. Present herds are thus hybrids of the two sub-species 


probably retaining characteristics of both, 
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The eastern boundary of the park follows the Athabasca, Slave and 
Little Buffalo Rivers, and the western shore of Lake Athabasca. The 
northern, boundary follows at 60° 32' latitude to the Nyarling River, then 
Eatlows this river north-east to the Little Buffalo. The southern boundary 
is the 27th. Base Line and the western boundary is defined by the 5th 
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Meridian and 115° 35' of longitude, the east-west extension being at 59% 28' N 
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The central - and major - feature of the park is the Alberta Plateau, 
which extends north from the Peace River over an area of 9, 000 square 
miles. The eastern and northern sections of the plateau displays a 
remarkable area of Karst topography, a terrain that develops when waters 
flowing beneath the surface dissolve soluble rock, such as limestone, and 
the surface becomes dimpled with sink-holes, some of which fill with water 
and acquire the appearance of deep lakes. Pine Lake, the first of a series 
of lakes which stretches along the eastern edge of the Plateau almost as far 
as the Peace River, is the result of a number of water-filled sink-holes 


uniting to form a 35-mile-long lake. 


Within the Plateau area the Ninishith Hills, a long discontinuous esker 
of 150 miles comprised of sand, rises 50 to 200 feet above the plateau. 
Around Raup Lake is a prairie area in which the soil is extremely saline. 

The Salt River, which flows northward into the Slave below Fort Smith, drains 
these Salt Plains and becomes progressively more saline as it flows through 
the Slave River lowlands. The saline content is largely sodium chloride, 
leached out of bedrock by ground water and deposited on the land after 


drainage waters have evaporated. 


South of the Peace River between the 5th Meridian and Lake Claire are 
2, 000 square miles of sandhills, usually 50 to 100 feet high. Two mountainous 
formations enclose the southern and western boundaries of the park. In the 
south are the Birch Mountains, up to 3, 000 feet high, which are little known 
and inaccessible except by helicopter or prolonged cross-country travel. 


The Caribou Mountains rise to heights of 3, 500 feet on the west. 


West of Lake Athabasca is the combined delta of the Athabasca and 
Peace Rivers, an area of 2,500 square miles which once was an immense 
glacial lake. In the delta area are three lakes, Claire, Mamawi and Baril, 


which are large but quite shallow and laden with silt. 
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Plant Life 


Approximately 70 per cent of the park is forested. The major species 
are white spruce, black spruce, jack pine, tamarack, white poplar and 
birch. About 450 species of flora have been identified in the area by early 
explorers and Dr. Hugh M. Raup of the Gray Herbarium of Harvard 


University. 
Animal Life 


Many of the buffalo range during the summer around Raup Lake and on 
Salt Plains. During the winter, large concentrations of animals appear in 
the delta area and the Sandhills area, west of Lake Claire, is popular at all 


seasons of the year. 


Other large animals found in the park are moose, black bear, the 
northern timber wolf the coyote and some mule and white-tailed deer. 
There are also red fox, mink, fisher, otter, marten, weasel, beaver, 
squirrel, muskrat, porcupine and numerous species of small mammals. 

Inconnu, relatives of the whitefish, are found in Great Slave Lake and 
at the bottom of the Rapids of the Drowned on the Slave River at Fort Smith. 
Goldeye are found in Lake Claire in quantity but also are present in the 
Athabasca, Peace and Slave Rivers. Northern pike and pickerel are dis- 
tributed throughout lakes in the park. As a result of plantings, splake and 
speckled trout are found in Pine Teas and speckled trout also appear in the 
Little Buffalo River above Campbell Falls. 

Sports fishing in the park is governed by the National Parks angling 
regulations and a $2 park fishing licence is required, As in all other 
National Parks, hunting by sportsmen is prohibited. 

Wood Buffalo National Park is the only known nesting site of the 


whooping crane, a large white bird which is nearly extinct. Although the 


Digitized by the Internet Archive 
In 2022 with funding from 
University of Alberta Library 


https://archive.org/details/woodbuffalonatio0Onova 
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population varies by units each year, (59 birds existed in 1968 in the 
world and 44 were expected to migrate in that year from the Aransas 
Wildlife Refuge in Texas to their nesting grounds on the Sass River area, 
a remote and extremely inaccessible region of the park, ) no persons other 
than officers of the Canadian Wildlife Service, and the National and 
Historic Sarks Branch are permitted to enter the Sass River area and air- 


craft flights over the nesting grounds are restricted. 


The sandhill crane, a relative of the whooping crane, also nests in 
Wood Buffalo and thousands of these birds stop over in the park during 


their fall and spring migrations, usually in the delta. 


Upland game birds, such as the ruffed grouse, spruce grouse and sharp- 
tail, are found on the Salt Plains and the Alberta Plateau and ptarmigan from 
arttas north winter in the park. Other birds in the park are hawks, falcons, 
bald eagles, golden eagles, loons, grebes, white pelicans, double-crested 
cormorants, great blue herons, American bittern, whistling swans, various 
species of ducks, geese, gulls, owls and woodpeckers, ruby-throated 
hummingbirds, Canada jays, Northern ravens, crows, and a wide variety of 


song birds. 
Administration 


From its establishment, the park has been administered by the Depart- 
ment of Indian Affairs and Northern Development. Since 1965, the National 
and Historic Parks Branch has been responsible for the park's administration; 


prior to that, the Northern Administration Branch of the same department was 
the administrative agency. 
A Superintendent is the manager of the park and supervises a staff of 25 


park wardens, patrolmen, and maintenance and clerical employees. Technical 


advice on wildlife management is provided by the Canadian Wildlife Service. 
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A buffalo management program is carried out to achieve the objective 
of preserving the buffalo herds in a wild state and keeping the animals in 
good health. Periodically a selective slaughter of buffalo is carried out to 
maintain the proper ratio of bulls to cows in the herds, assure that the 
herds do not exceed the capacity of their ranges, aand weed out sick and 
aged animals. Any buffalo reacting to tuberculosis or brucellosis tests are 
killed during this annual slaughter to prevent the infection of other animals 
in the herds. 


Prospecting and mining are not permitted in the park. 


Travel To and Within the Park 

Until 1967, it was possible to reach the park by road only from Fort 
Smith. However, it is now possible to drive from Edmonton, using the 
Mackenzie Highway as far as the junction of the Fort Smith road, four miles 
south of Hay River, and turning east on the Fort Smith road. About 45 miles 
along the road, just past the Buffalo River Crossing, there is a fork, the 
north road leading to Pine Point and the south road to the park boundary which 
is 10 miles away. About 50 miles from the park boundary, at the Little 
Buffalo River Crossing, there is a park warden's station. Two miles past 
the station, a road leads north for 15 miles to the Campbell Falls. There is 
a small campground here with pits in which campfires can be lit snate shelter 
hut. 

At Fort Smith, overnight accommodation is available at the local hotel 
and food, supplies and meals can be purchased, The park headquarters is at 
Fort Smith and persons planning to drive south in the park should call there 
for advice before entering the park. Wood Buffalo National Park has been 
used entirely as a wildlife preserve since its establishment and is little 
developed for public use. Persons entering the park must be prepared to 
accept inconveniences, discomfort and a certain amount of risk. There are 
no guides available to accompany visitors into the park so, unless you are 
familiar with the country and wilderness conditions, you should stay on the 
main roads and plan to return to Fort Smith each night. Those with camping 


equipment can stop at Pine Lake where a small campground has been developed. 
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There are two major all-weather roads in the park. One leads from 
Fort Smith south to Hay Camp, where there is a buffalo management station. 
The other is the Peace Point Highway, which follows a southwesterly route 
from Fort Smith. The park boundary is at mile 14 of this road and at mile 
26 is the Raup Lake road, which is passible only during dry weather. 

Buffalo can be observed on the plains around Raup Lake and in summer along 
the road to Pine Lake. At mile 38 is Pine Lake, a beautiful lake with sand 
beaches. In July and mid-August the waters are warm enough to swim in 
and as a result the lake is a popular resort for residents of Fort Smith. 
There is a warden station and camping area at Pine Lake and a number of 
privately owned summer cottages were established there when cottage lots 
were available. Lots for summer cottages are no longer available. In May 
and June, specklet trout and splake can be caught in Pine Lake. There are 
no stores, overnight accommodation or restaurants. 

Peace Point is the most southerly point in the park which can be reached 
by vehicle. There is a warden station here and along the north shore of the 
Peace River are the gypsum cliffs, part of an extensive gypsum deposit that 
extends for many miles. There is another road which leads eastward along 
the Peace River but it should not be taken if there has been rain recently. 
Under ideal weather conditions, a circular drive can be taken through the 
park from Fort Smith to Peace Point to Carlson Landing to Scow Channel 
Island and returning through Hay Camp to Fort Smith. 

Persons planning to visit the park should be prepared to be self- 
sufficient and realize that they will be entering a northern wilderness. During 
June, the biting insects are present in the park so travellers should wear: 
head-nets, light cotton work gloves, and tough drill clothing. Insect repellant 
provides protection but you must expect to encounter insects in/or near 
wooded areas and keeping all exposed areas of skin covered is good defence 


against bites. The prairies, however, are relatively mosquito- free. 
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The summer is usually short and hot in Wood Buffalo National Park. 
From July to mid-August are the best times to visit the area but even at 
this time of year it is advisable to obtain up-te-date information and advice 
from the park office and the park wardens. There is no visitor information 
service in the park but the Northwest Territories Tourist Office, Yellowknife, 
Northwest Territories, will answer inquiries about tourist facilities and 
services at Fort Smith and other areas of the Northwest Territories. Of 
course, information can be obtained on the spot from the Park Office in 


Fort Smith. 
Additional Information 


There is no other published information on Wood Buffalo National Park 
since the future of the park is undecided and no provisions have been made 
to accommodate large number of visitors, 

| A topographical map of Wood Buffalo may be purchased at 50 cents 
from the Map Distribution Section, Department of Energy, Mines and 
Resources, Ottawa. 

Wildlife Management Bulletin 16, The Biology and Management of the 
Bison of Wood Buffalo National Park, by Dr. W.A. Fuller, and Canadian 
Wildlife Service Report No. 1, Whooping Crane Population Dynamics on the 
Nesting Grounds, Wood Buffalo National Park, by Dr. N.S. Novakowski, 


may be purchased from the Queen's Printer, Ottawa. 
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